Remote Sensing at the Adamson Mounds Site (38KE11),
Kershaw County, South Carolina

By Christopher Judge and Chester Walker, PhD
Among the modern world’s high
tech archaeological tools, is a suite of
techniques, collectively known as “remote
sensing.” The most well known of
these is metal detecting, but geophysical
prospecting techniques such as Ground
Penetrating Radar and Gradiometer are
used with ever more frequency today
to identify below-ground features and
to target where archaeologists dig.
Archaeology without the aid of such tools
can be like searching for the proverbial
needle in a haystack, thus remote sensing
allows us to place excavations in the most
promising areas of an archaeological site,
saving time, energy, and resources.
The Adamson Mounds site is a
Mississippian period mound site occupied
between A.D. 1250 and 1475. Here, Native
Americans built two earthen mounds;
the largest is 10 meters tall (32 feet) and
59 X 50 meters (193 X 164 feet) at its base.
To learn more about the Mississippian
period, Legacy readers are directed to a
short video at our Native American South
Carolina Archive website: https://www.
nativesouthcarolina.org/video/
The Adamson site was first recorded
in the 19th century, and intensive
archaeological testing of the site was
performed in 1998, funded by the National

Figure 2: Gradiometer survey area. (Image by Chet Walker)

Geographic Society and the South Carolina
Department of Archives and History. The
testing in 1998 involved the placement

of shovel tests––30-centimeter (12-inch)
diameter holes about 65 centimeters deep
(25.5 inches) at intervals of 20 meters (65

Figures 1a and 1b: (Left) 19th century map of the site. (Right) Distribution of Native American pottery, dark is the most dense. (Images courtesy of
Chet Walker)
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Figures 3a and 3b: (Left) Adamson Mound, (Right) Chet Walker conducting the survey with his Bartington Grad 601-4 fluxgate gradiometer. (Photos by
Chris Judge)

feet) to determine the significance and
depth of archaeological deposits and to
define the spatial boundaries of the site.
(See the image on the right in Figure 1b).
In February of 2021, Judge worked
with Chester “Chet” Walker of ArchaeoGeophysical Associates LLC of Austin,
Texas at the Adamson Mounds site on the
Wateree River where Walker performed a
gradiometer survey of the approximately
seven-acre archaeological site. This work
was funded by a donation from Duke
Energy to the USC Educational Foundation
for archaeological research in the Wateree
Valley.
Gradiometer surveys are non-invasive
and passive techniques that measure slight
variations in the magnetic properties
of soil. Gradiometers have become the
primary tool for archaeo-geophysicists
due in part to the fact that geophysical
data can be collected and processed
rapidly and efficiently. When conditions
are right due to the properties of specific
soils, gradiometers have proven useful
in locating negative relief features such
as storage and trash pits, post holes from
houses and fences, as well as thermallyaltered features such as fire hearths and
burned structures.
The first step in the 2021 project was
to obtain aerial photography of just
under 54 acres centered on the seven-acre
site. Walker used a micro-UAV (drone)
to collect a series of overlapping aerial
images. The drone was flown at 120 meters
(394 feet) above ground level (AGL). A
total of 285 images were collected (Figure
2).
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The second step in February 2021,
was the gradiometer survey. A Bartington
Grad 601-4 fluxgate gradiometer was used
to collect a total of seven acres. Data was
collected using a 50-centimeter traverse
interval and a 10 Hz sampling interval.
A real-time Global Navigation Satellite
System (RTK GNSS) was used to plot
the survey lines. This phase of our work
involved Walker pulling the gradiometer
across the site (Figures 3a and 3b).
While an important and useful
means of data acquisition, geophysical
prospecting is most effective when
combined with detailed understanding
of the site-specific characteristics of
archaeological deposits. To that end,
Walker overlayed his interpretation of the
site on a map of the distribution of Native
American pottery collected during the
1998 investigations (Figure 4).

Archaeology is a slow process. Since
the early 19th century, archaeologists and
antiquarians have collected various data
about this site. Each subsequent project
builds on the previous ones, refining our
current understanding of the site and helps
to shape future investigations. If funding
can be obtained, we hope to return to the
Adamson Mounds site in the future to
excavate some small units to explore the
anomalies discovered and interpreted by
Chet Walker.
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Figure 4: Walker’s interpretation––red squares and rectangles are potential structures built by
Native Americans. (Image by Chet Walker)
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